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First Person . . .
My Time on Rikers Island*
Michael	W.	Tillman-Davis**
Mr. Tillman-Davis provides a striking portrait of the time he spent as a legal 
































can	actually	see	 the	 island.	Rikers	 is	connected	 to	 the	borough	of	Queens	via	a	
bridge.	On	the	Queens	side	of	the	bridge	people	coming	onto	the	island	encounter	
a	security	checkpoint.	Only	officers	and	civilian	employees	are	allowed	to	drive	
across	 the	 bridge.	Anyone	 coming	 to	 visit	 a	 relative	 or	 friend	must	 get	 on	 the	
Q101-R,	which	picks	up	people	who	have	taken	cabs	or	driven	themselves	to	the	
checkpoint	area.	On	the	Rikers	side	of	the	bridge	is	another	security	checkpoint.	


















law	 library.	Once	 there,	 I	could	 relax,	eat	my	bagel	or	hero	sandwich,	and	start	
helping	the	detainees	with	their	library	needs.	For	you	see,	my	time	on	Rikers	was	
served	as	a	law	librarian.
Law Libraries and Legal  
Coordinators on Rikers
¶5	A	City	of	New	York	Department	of	Correction	directive	establishes	a	mandate	
requiring	 its	 jail	 overseers	 to	 staff	 and	maintain	 institutional	 law	 libraries.1	The	
directive	is	a	seventeen-page	document	outlining	the	department’s	policy	concern-
ing	law	libraries	and	detainee	access	to	the	courts.	It	covers	a	wide	range	of	topics,	
	 1.	 Dep’t	of	Correction,	City	of	New	York,	Directive:	Law	Library	Operations	(May	19,	1986),	available 
at	http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/doc/pdf/3501.pdf.	
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including	 law	 library	 equipment,2	 director	 of	 law	 libraries,3	 correction	officers,4	
hours	 and	 days	 of	 operation,5	 detainee/inmate	 access,6	 law	 library	 accommoda-
tions	and	capacity,7	inmate	assistants/training	courses,8	discipline/misuse	of	facili-
ties,9	and	record	keeping.10
¶6	 The	 directive	 also	 establishes	 the	 position	 and	 responsibilities	 of	 legal	
coordinator,11	which	is	the	position	I	held	while	working	on	Rikers	Island.	Legal	
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law,	referring	detainees	to	appropriate	departmental	or	nondepartmental	agencies	
when	 necessary,	 performing	 notary	 service,	 teaching	 legal	 research	 courses	 to	
detainees,	and	training	and	supervising	detainee	law	clerks.13
The Facilities on Rikers
¶9	 Rikers	 Island	 is	 not	 just	 one	 jail.	 There	 are	 ten	 facilities	 on	 the	 island:	 the	
Adolescent	 Reception	 and	 Detention	 Center	 (ARDC);	 the	 George	 Motchan	
Detention	 Center	 (GMDC);	 the	 Eric	 M.	 Taylor	 Center	 (EMTC);	 the	Anna	M.	
Kross	Center	 (AMKC);	 the	North	 Infirmary	Command	 (NIC);	 the	Otis	Bantum	
Correctional	Center	(OBCC);	West	Facility;	the	Rose	M.	Singer	Center	(RMSC);	
the	George	R.	Vierno	Center	(GRVC);	and	the	James	A.	Thomas	Center	(JATC)	







year	 2005,	 the	 latest	 year	 for	which	 data	 is	 available,	Rikers	 admitted	 107,571	
people.15	There	was	an	average	daily	inmate	population	of	13,576.16	In	FY	2005,	
agency	 expenditures	 totaled	 $830.5	 million,	 with	 revenues	 of	 $16.5	 million.17	
There	were	 9477	 uniformed	 staff	 throughout	 the	 system.18	 Facilities	 on	Rikers,	
other	than	institutions	housing	inmates,	“include	a	bakery,	central	laundry,	tailor	
shop,	print	shop,	maintenance	and	transportation	divisions,	K-9	unit,	and	a	power	
plant.”19	There	are	also	barber	 shops	 in	 the	 facilities	housing	men	and	a	beauty	
salon	in	the	facility	housing	women.
Central Punitive Segregation













	 19.	 Dep’t	 of	 Correction,	 City	 of	 New	York,	 Department	 Overview,	 http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/doc/
html/overview.html	(last	visited	Nov.	11,	2006).
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only	one	 library,	which	 includes	a	separate	 room	with	a	 row	of	about	six	heav-
ily	wired	cages.	The	CPSU	inmates	are	brought	upstairs	 in	shackles	and	placed	




The Otis Bantum Correctional Center
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the	law	library	were	there	to	handle	work,	not	 to	look	for	trouble	with	the	legal	

















Sometimes	 this	was	 a	 physical	 distance	 because	 of	 hygiene	 reasons.	 But	more	








too	 close	 to	 detainees—they	 let	 their	 guard	 down.	There	were	 occasions	when	
inmates	would	come	 to	me	under	 the	pretense	of	 requiring	 legal	assistance,	but	
then	 began	 asking	me	personal	 questions.	 If	 I	 saw	 that	 an	 interview	was	 going	
that	route,	I	ended	the	conversation.	Consequently,	I	never	had	any	problems	with	
detainees	trying	to	blackmail	or	extort	me.	
¶18	Nonetheless,	at	 times	I	 found	it	difficult	 to	keep	a	distance.	 In	any	situ-






surrounding	 the	 killing	 he	 committed,	 spirituality,	 and	 other	 general	matters	 of	
156 Law Library Journal [Vol.	99:1











¶19	 It	 has	been	 four	years	 since	 I	worked	on	Rikers	 Island.	When	 I	 arrived	
home	after	my	last	day	I	literally	danced	around	the	room,	jumped	up	and	down,	
and	 sang	God’s	praises	 for	 allowing	me	 to	get	out	of	 there	 safely.	 I	have	never	
been	 incarcerated.	However,	working	 in	a	 jail	makes	a	person	feel	 incarcerated.	
Yes,	you	know	that	at	the	end	of	your	shift	you	will	be	able	to	go	home	and	see	
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¶22	My	 time	working	 on	Rikers	was	 also	my	 entrée	 into	 the	 profession	 of	









seen	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 a	 prison	 riot.	On	Saturday,	February	 2,	 1980,	 convicts	
seized	 the	 New	 Mexico	 State	 Penitentiary	 at	 Santa	 Fe,	 taking	 twelve	 guards	
hostage.	When	 the	 institution	was	 surrendered	 thirty-six	 hours	 later,	 rampaging	
inmates	 had	murdered	 and	mutilated	 almost	 beyond	 recognition	 at	 least	 thirty-
three	men;	tortured	eight	of	the	hostage	guards;	and	raped,	wounded,	and	terror-
ized	scores	of	other	prisoners	in	the	most	savage	penal	riot	in	American	history.21	
The	 rioting	prisoners	destroyed	most	of	 the	 facilities	 throughout	 the	 institution,	
but	 the	 law	library	was	 left	untouched.	Even	 in	 the	 throes	of	a	melee,	prisoners	
recognized	the	value	of	the	materials	housed	in	that	facility.
	 21.	 See generally roGEr morris, tHE dEviL’s bUtCHEr sHoP: tHE nEw mExiCo Prison UPrisinG	
(1988).
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